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The Presence of Gender
Biases and Sex-Role
Stereotypes in Animated
Children's Movies
Tracey K. Wheatcraft
College of Saint Catherine
ABSTRACT
This study explored the
occurrences of gender biases and sex-role
stereotypes in animated children's movies.
The contents of thirteen movies were
analyzed in this study, including both
adventure and romance-based selections.
Six of the movies featured female central
characters and seven featured male central
characters. The results of the study indicate
that gender biases are present in the
number of males and females portrayed (p
< .01) as well as in the number of rescue
behaviors exhibited by the characters (p <
.01). Stereotypical differences in masculine
and feminine personality characteristics
were shown to be present, but not to a
significant extent (p > .05).
INTRODUCTION
In the present study, thirteen
animated children's movies were analyzed
to determine if gender biases and/or sexrole stereotypes were apparent. The
particular areas that were focused on
include the number of male versus female
characters portrayed in the movies, the
number and type of rescue behaviors
exhibited, and the personality
characteristics of the main characters.
Furthermore, this study attempts to
determine whether gender biases and
stereotypes in children's movies have
worsened or improved in the last forty
years.
Males and females are typically
portrayed in a stereotypical manner, both in
children's books and on television. It has
been shown that males are more likely than
females to be featured as central characters,
to exhibit rescue behaviors when presented
with emergencies, and to hold positions of
leadership (Shaffer 1988). Conversely,

Shaffer (1988) states that females have
been portrayed in the media as dependent,
overly emotional, and lacking in
competence.
These stereotypical portrayals of
males and females have been shown to
have the greatest effect on girls from
middle-class homes who are above average
in intelligence; whom, according to Shaffer
(1988) were ordinarily the least likely
group to hold stereotypical attitudes
regarding male and female sex roles. Along
with adopting stereotypical attitudes, girls
are also more likely than boys to imitate
sex-role stereotypical behavior (Van Evra,
1990). Considering the negative manner in
which females are portrayed in the media,
this factor could have serious implications
for parents attempting to raise competent,
independent daughters.
Davidson, Yasuna, and Tower
(1979) conducted a study that examined the
effects that television cartoons had on sexrole stereotyping in young girls. The
results of this study concluded that the girls
who watched programs that were low in
stereotypical behaviors scored significantly
lower on the dependent measure test of
sex-role stereotyping than the girls who
viewed programs considered to be high in
stereotypical behaviors.
According to the research, girls
appear to be the most adversely affected by
the stereotypical portrayals of males and
females in the media. This factor becomes
even more important as one considers how
popular home videos have become in
approximately the last ten years. Not only
are children exposed to stereotypical
portrayals of males and females on
Saturday morning cartoons and in
children's books, but they are now
exposed to a multitude of children's
animated movies that can be taken home
and watched repeatedly.
Considering the possible impact of
this relatively new aspect of the media, a
study was designed to analyze the
occurrences of gender biases and sex-role
stereotypes in animated children's movies.
The hypothesis being tested is that gender
biases and sex-role stereotypes will be
found in the number of male versus female
characters portrayed, the rescue behaviors
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exhibited, and the personality
characteristics of the main characters. It is
also hypothesized that occurrences of these
biases and stereotypes will have decreased
from 1950 to present. Based on past
research findings, it is expected that female
characters will be portrayed less frequently
than male characters and will also be
shown to be more in need of rescuing than
male characters. The male characters will
be portrayed more frequently and will be
more likely to rescue the female characters
from danger. Both male and female
characters will be depicted using
stereotypical masculine and feminine
personality characteristics.
METHOD
Movie Selections
The movies analyzed for this study
included the following: Peter Pan (1953),
Sleeping Beauty (1959),101 Dalmatians
(1961), Cinderella (1964), Robin Hood
(1973), Rescuers (1977), Last Unicorn
(1982), American Tail (1986), Little
Mermaid (1987), Land Before Time
(1988), Beauty and the Beast (1991),
Rescuers Down Under (1991), and Fern
Gully (1992). Seven of the movies
mentioned featured a male central character
and six featured a female central character.
Furthermore, nine of the movies selected
had an adventure theme, while four had a
romantic theme (this information was
unknown prior to analyzing the individual
movies).
The movies were selected on a
semi-random basis, although the
approximate release date was considered in
the selection. Also considered was the
availability of the movies to the
experimenters (example - Snow White was
considered as an option, but was not
available on videotape). Six of the movies
selected have female central characters and
seven have male central characters.
Apparatus
The aspects of the movies that were
analyzed included the main characters'
genders, physical appearances, personality
traits, typical roles in the movies, and the

number of male and female characters
portrayed (including both main and 0
supporting characters). The year in which
the movie was first released was also
recorded. Two separate data sheets were
designed by the experimenter in order to
record this information.
The main characters' physical
appearances were divided into four
categories: cute/attractive, neutral,
unattractive, and hideous. The main
characters' typical roles were divided into
two categories: hero (overall good) and
villain (overall bad). Main characters were
considered to be those individuals who
played an important part in the plot during
a significant portion (at least one half) of
the movie. Supporting characters were
defined as those individuals who play an
integral part of a scene, but appear only a
few times (at least two times) throughout
the movie. The main characters'
personality traits were rated on a scale of
one to five; one being not at all, two being
somewhat, three being moderately, four
being very and five being extremely
evident. The eight characteristics rated
included the following: affectionate
(showing tenderness or love towards
another), compassionate (having pity or
sympathy for another), gullible (easily
fooled or mislead), emotional (unrestrained
in the display of feelings), logical (based
decisions on logic, disregarding emotions),
aggressive (likely to initiate an attack,
excessively pushy or forward), competitive
(inclined towards rivalry for possessions
or the affection of another), and
independent (not subject to another's
control). These particular characteristics
were chosen because they are frequently
found on sex-role inventories.
The overall number of characters
were calculated by adding the number of
supporting characters together with the
number of main characters, separating
these figures by gender. The rescue
behaviors were defined in terms of which
gender initiated the actual rescue and which
gender was the recipient of the action. The
rescue behaviors recorded were limited to
physical or verbal acts of rescuing another
character from imminent danger.

MODERN PSYCHOLOGICAL STUDIES

43

Tracey K. Wheatcraft
The above information was
recorded by two separate experimenters.
The movies were viewed in their entirety,
with the personality traits being rated in
approximately fifteen minute intervals
(typically five ratings per character).
Procedure
Two experimenters were involved
in the present study. Experimenter one
viewed eight movies, while experimenter
two viewed six. One of the thirteen movies
was viewed by both experimenters in order
to establish inter-rater reliability. Each
videotaped movie was watched in its
entirety, during which time characters
(main and supporting) were counted,
typical roles and physical appearances were
established, personality traits were rated,
and episodes of rescue behavior were 7
recorded. Personality traits were rated in
approximately fifteen minute intervals
(typically five ratings per character). The
means of the intervals were then calculated
for each personality trait. In order to
establish inter-rater reliability, the means of
one set of characters' personality traits
were compared. The inter-rater reliability
for this study was .92, indicating that the
rating procedure for this particular aspect
of the study was, for the most part,
objective and accurate.
RESULTS
The results of the present study
were not completely as anticipated.
Although the data collected indicate
statistically significant differences
regarding the number of male and female
characters portrayed and the types and
number of rescue behaviors exhibited by
the characters, the data did not indicate that
the personality characteristics of the male
and female characters were sex-role
stereotyped to a significant extent.
Regarding the overall number of
main and supporting characters portrayed,
seventy per cent of the characters were
male, in comparison to thirty per cent of
the characters which were female. A oneway chi-square test was performed to test
the data for significance. The results
showed that overall, significantly more

male characters were portrayed than female
characters (1, N=292) = 46.08, g< .01).
During the 1950 through 1969 release
period, fifty-nine per cent of the characters
were male, while forty-one per cent were
female. During this period, it was found
that males were not portrayed significantly
more often than females (1, N=88) = 2.90,
12> .05). During the 1970 through 1989
release period, seventy-five per cent of the
characters were male, compared to twentyfive per cent which were female. During
this period, males were found to be
portrayed significantly more frequently
than females (1, N=157) = 39.75, g<.01).
Finally, in the 1990 through the present
release period, seventy-two per cent of the
characters were male, while twenty-eight
per cent were female. During this period,
males were found to be portrayed
significantly more often than females (1,
N=47) = 46.08, p < .01).
The movie with the highest
percentage of male characters portrayed
was Robin Hood (1973), a male-oriented,
adventure-based movie. Of the characters
portrayed, eighty-two per cent were male,
compared to eighteen per cent which were
female. The movie with the highest
percentage of female characters portrayed
was Cinderella (1964), a female-oriented,
romance-based movie. Of the characters
portrayed, fifty-two per cent were female,
while forty-eight per cent were male.
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Table 2
Frequency of Gentler Portrayal for Main and Supporting
Characters by Year
Release Period

Female
Total
Male
Characters Characters

1950-1969

52(59%) 36(41%) 88(100%)

1970-1989

118(75%) 39(25%) 157(100%)

1990 - Present

34 (72%) 13 (28%) 47 (100%)

overall

204 (70%) 88 (30%) 292 (100%)

The rescue behaviors exhibited by
the characters were also shown to be
statistically significant. Of all the rescue
episodes, males were the rescuer in sixtynine per cent, compared to females who
were the rescuers in thirty-one per cent of
the episodes. Males were rescued thirtynine per cent of the time, while females
were rescued sixty-one per cent of the
time. A two-way chi-square test was
performed on the data to determine
significance levels. The results showed that
overall, males were significantly more
likely to be the rescuer in the episode,
while female characters were significantly
more likely to be rescued (1, N=135) =
12.48, p < .01).
During the 1950 through 1969
release period, males were the rescuers in
seventy-two per cent of the rescue
episodes, while females were the rescuers
in twenty-eight per cent. Males were
rescued in thirty-eight per cent of the
rescue episodes, while females were
rescued in sixty-two per cent. During this
period, males were shown to be
significantly more likely to be the rescuer,
while females were shown to be
significantly more likely to be the character
rescued (1, N=42) = 4.70, p<.05). During
the 1970 through 1989 release period,
seventy-two per cent of the rescuers were
males, compared to twenty-eight per cent
who were females. Males were rescued in
thirty-four per cent of the rescue episodes,
while females were rescued in sixty-six per
cent. During this period, males were
significantly more likely to be rescuers,
while females were significantly more

likely to be rescued (1, N=64) = 9.04,p_<
.01). During the 1990 through the present
release period, males were the rescuers in
sixty per cent of the rescue episodes, while
females were the rescuers in forty per cent.
Males and females were both rescued in
fifty per cent of the rescue episodes.
During this period, males were not
significantly more likely to be the rescuer,
and females were not shown to be
significantly more likely to be the character
rescued (1, N=29) = .29, p> .05).
The movie with the highest
percentage of male rescuers was American
Tail (1986), a male-oriented, adventure
movie. Of the rescue episodes recorded,
one hundred per cent of the rescuers were
male. However, males and females were
each rescued in fifty per cent of the rescue
episodes. The movie with the highest
percentage of female rescuers was Land
Before Time (1988), a male-oriented
adventure movie. Females were portrayed
as the rescuer in sixty per cent of the rescue
episodes, while males were portrayed in
forty per cent. However, females were still
the character rescued in sixty per cent of
the rescue episodes, compared to males
who were the characters rescued in forty
per cent.
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Contrary to what was expected, the
personality characteristics of the male and
female characters were not shown to be
significantly sex-role stereotyped. Twoway chi-square tests were performed on
the data in an unsuccessful attempt to find
statistically significant differences.
However, the male and female heroes were
the most similar (means with a difference
of less than .S) in the characteristics of
gullibility, the use of logic, and
independence. Female heroes were slightly
more likely (means with a difference of
more than .5) to be affectionate,
compassionate, and emotional; while
males were slightly more likely to be
aggressive, competitive, and risk-takers.

Table 5

Overall Mean Ratings of Personality Characteristics for Main
Characters

Characteristics

Male
Hcreos

Fanale
HCT03,1

Male
Villains

Fanale
Villains

Affectionate

2.6
2.3
1.9
2.4
2.4
2.4
2.4
3.3
3.4

3 .7
3.6
2
3.3
2
1.7
1.6
3
2.7

1 . 1
1.1
2.1
1.3
2.6
3.9
3.3
3.5
3.6

1.1
1.7
1.3
2
2.4
3.2
3
3.7
3.5

Compassionate

Gullible
Emotional
Logical
Aggressive
Competitive
Independent
Risk-Taker

DISCUSSION
With the exception of the
personality characteristics, the results of
the study supported the hypothesis and met
the expectation that gender biases and sexrole stereotypes would be present in
children's animated movies. Furthermore,

again with the exception of the personality
characteristics, the results of the present
study are in accordance with past studies
that were similar in nature.
Overall, as past research has
suggested, the male characters were
portrayed more often, and were also more
likely to be the rescuer than the character
rescued. Furthermore, even "weak" male
characters were portrayed as being
responsible for initiating the rescue of a
female character (the monk in Robin
Hood). When the males were rescued, it
was often by another male character, a
magical female character, or a motherfigure.
Certain of the male characters
showed a tendency for sex-role stereotyped
personality characteristics, but when
averaged with the rest of the characters,
these behaviors were no longer statistically
significant. Even within the same movie,
there might be one male hero who is
aggressive, independent, competitive, and
likely to take risks, and another male hero
who is compassionate, emotional, and
affectionate. This factor had a definite
impact on the significance of the results
and may also explain why the present
study's data does not reflect the results
from past studies. Although it may appear
from this study's data that children's
movies do not advocate sex-role
stereotyped personality traits, in actuality
certain characters are portrayed in this
manner, just as past research has indicated.
In accordance with related research
studies, the female characters in the movies
analyzed were not only portrayed less often
than the male characters, but portrayed in
such a manner that they required frequent
rescuing by the male characters. In the
episodes where female characters were the
rescuers, the females were usually either
magical (the three fairies in Sleeping
Beauty) or mother-figures (the mother
dinosaur in Land Before Time). If the
female rescuer was not one of the above
mentioned characters, she tended to initiate
the rescue with a verbal warning, rather
than with an actual physical rescue as the
male characters did.
As with the male characters, certain
female heroes were portrayed as highly
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sex-role stereotyped regarding their
personality characteristics, while others
were portrayed as being independent and
likely to take risks. Therefore, the statistics
are somewhat misleading in suggesting that
female characters are not portrayed using
stereotypical feminine qualities.
It is possible that certain biases may
have occurred in the design process of the
study. Because of the fact that the
experimenters were expecting to find sexrole stereotypes in their research, it is
possible that categories were designed to
accommodate these expectations. Another
possibility is that movies may have been
selected due to known stereotypical content
rather than in a random fashion, as
originally intended.
Furthermore, even though
definitions were provided for each major
category, there was still an opportunity for
subjective judgments. One example of this
occurred in the physical appearance
category; one experimenter's idea of
cute/attractive was the other experimenter's
idea of neutral. Therefore, this category
was not used in the final results. The
category of personality characteristics was
also somewhat subjective; however,
because the inter-rater reliability was
sufficiently high (.92), it was decided to
use this category in the final results.
The presence of gender biases and
sex-role stereotypes found in the study,
although fairly subtle, nevertheless have
implications for the young children
viewing these movies. The numerous
episodes of female characters (often
portrayed as quite "strong" in other ways)
depending upon their male counterparts to
rescue them is implying to young girls that
they are not capable of being self-sufficient
and independent. The lack of female
rescuers further emphasizes this point,
especially due to the fact that female
rescuers are often mothers or magical
creatures, as opposed to one of the typical
female heroes.
After a twenty year period of
decline (1970 - 1989), it now appears that
children's movies are slowly beginning to
portray females as stronger, more capable
characters. The portrayals of females as
rescuers has increased from twenty-eight

per cent in both the 1950 to 1969 and the
1970 to 1989 periods to forty per cent in
the 1990 to present period. Females
portrayed as the characters requiring rescue
has decreased from sixty-two per cent in
the 1950 to 1969 period and sixty-six per
cent in the 1970 to 1989 period to fifty per
cent in the 1990 to present period.
The number of female characters
portrayed in children's movies has also
increased slightly since the 1970 to 1989
release period. In the release period of
1990 to the present, twenty-eight per cent
of the characters portrayed were females,
in comparison to the release period of 1970
to 1989 where twenty-five per cent of the
characters portrayed were females.
However, it is interesting to note
that the period between 1950 and 1969 did
not have a significant difference in the
number of male versus female characters
portrayed. In fact, forty-one per cent of the
characters portrayed were female, as
opposed to twenty-eight per cent during the
1990 to present period. One possible
explanation may lie within the type of
movies selected to represent this period.
During the 1950 to 1969 release period two
of the four movies selected were based on
romantic themes, which appear to be more
likely than the adventure-based movies to
include a greater number of female
characters. During the 1970 to 1989 release
period only one of the five movies selected
was romance-based, and during the 1990
to present one out of the three movies
selected was romance-based.
Although the numbers of male and
female characters portrayed are still
extremely unequal, it is apparent that
current animated children's movies such as
Fern Gully (1992) and Beauty and the
Beast (1991) are beginning to focus on
independent female characters, who do not
always require rescuing from male
characters. Hopefully this trend will
continue until male and female characters
are portrayed more in terms of equality
than in terms of sex-role stereotypes.
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